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COMMENTARY
Non-conventional learning on sustainable 
development: achieving the SDGs
Walter Leal Filho1,2*  
Abstract 
Learning has been identified as a critical tool for the achievement of sustainable development. But whereas the litera-
ture predominantly focuses on the use of classroom-based teaching methods and approaches, there is a perceived 
need to shed some light on the potential role which can be played by non-conventional learning. Based on the 
relevance of addressing this need, this commentary describes the role of non-conventional learning methods in sup-
porting the achievement of the UN Sustainable Development Goals. In particular, it discusses the contribution of non-
conventional teaching as a catalyst for a more active participation of learners, and also shows some of the trade-offs.
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Introduction: learning and sustainable 
development
Learning has been identified as a critical tool for the 
achievement of sustainable development as a whole, and 
to the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 
particular [13].
Indeed, various United Nations agencies (e.g. UNE-
SCO, UNEP, UNDP) have highlighted that learning 
should go beyond the primary, secondary and tertiary 
phase, to ensure that all age groups and cultural groups 
are able to be educated. This has been incorporated into 
the UN’s Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG4) which 
focuses on providing equitable education and promoting 
lifelong learning [15]. But learning is also an important 
feature in all other SGs, and is closely associated with 
them. For instance, learning can help to reduce poverty 
(SDG1), reduce malnutrition (SDG2) and may yield posi-
tive health benefits (SD3), to name a few examples.
Learning on a sustainable development context—also 
known as education for sustainable development—fosters 
people’s awareness about their connections with their 
environment and how they influence it. It also opens up 
the minds of people about the means they can deploy in 
order to live more sustainably and—if they so wish—take 
action to meet the SDGs [11]. More specifically, learning 
about sustainable development may mobilise society by 
targeting specific learning content and outcomes, and by 
linking them. It allows people to learn about the need for 
sustainability and to make informed decisions about how 
their actions influence the environment, the economy 
and society, reminding about the need to respect and 
take into account others. This, in turn assists in fostering 
a more favourable world for the present and future gen-
erations [4].
The process of learning on sustainable development 
has shown to significantly contribute to the development 
of new skills, tools and concepts that are utilised in abol-
ishing unsustainable practices. Furthermore, it aids in 
building resilience to a variety of social problems. Learn-
ing also helps in all aspects of everyday life, offering skills 
which may help a person to become more confident, 
become more competitive and even strengthen relation-
ships, as well as fostering the ability to handle conflicts 
inherent to the relations between persons and their 
environment.
Sustainability learning is also multi-faceted. It allows 
knowledge to be transferred about personal experiences, 
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values and opinions which promotes social cohesion and 
inclusivity [1]. Whereas it is clear that learning plays an 
important role in the success of sustainable development 
[3], it is useful to look at the contribution of specific and 
non-conventional learning environments.
The usefulness of non‑conventional learning 
on sustainable development
There are various elements which speak for the use of 
non-conventional learning, especially when perceived 
under a sustainable development context [5, 6], a trend 
also advocated by UNESCO [13].
The first one is that it be used as a basis for discussing 
and exchanging meaningful arguments, with the possibil-
ities of accommodating various types of answers, out of a 
“yes–no” context.
In addition, non-conventional learning is especially 
useful in terms of acquisition of insights, and the foster-
ing of a wide range of competences, also being able to 
flexibly use information and discussions based on empiri-
cal studies, without the usual constraints posed by tight 
teaching schedules.
Moreover, the deployment of informal approaches 
may help to decentralise teaching, from being teacher-
centred to learners focused. Here, the influence of teach-
ers may be as catalysts of learning, using their skills in a 
way that may meet the needs of the learners in a flexible 
manner. For instance, by providing advice on appropri-
ate methods, by giving hints on which procedures may 
need to be followed, or by simply encouraging learners to 
experiment.
But despite the advantages, there are some trade-offs to 
be considered. For instance, the role of teachers, which 
changes from “instructor” to “moderator” may mean 
that not all learners can easily cope with the task of self-
organising their own learning. This might be a problem, 
especially for young learners, who may not be able to, or 
feel comfortable with, working independently.
Also, in order to yield the expected results, non-con-
ventional learning cannot be limited to trivial topics on 
simply reproduce conventional teaching formats, and this 
requires more planning time. Moreover, in order to pro-
vide an insightful overview of how the learners progress, 
specific evaluation formats are needed. This is also a sen-
sitive issue, since the standard measures of performances 
do not always take into account the assessment of the 
extent to which some skills such as creative thinking or 
problem-solving, were developed.
In any case, it is important to reiterate that the 
approaches of non-conventional and conventional teach-
ing do not necessarily need to be antagonistic to each 
other. Indeed, they can be mutually complementary.
Sustainability learning in non‑conventional 
environments
There are various types of non-conventional or non-class-
room-based learning environments, and a wide range of 
means to promote knowledge on matters related to sus-
tainable development outside formal settings. Indeed, the 
importance of learning in different environments is sig-
nificant, since it caters for flexible ways to transmit infor-
mation and discuss contents, also helps in the transfer of 
knowledge. Among the many types of non-conventional 
learning environments on a sustainable development 
context, mention can be made to four of them: lifelong 
learning, transformative learning, and learning based on 
traditional knowledge. Due to their importance, they will 
be described in turn.
Lifelong learning has been described as a developmen-
tal tool that can be used as an effective tool to support 
learning on, through and about the environment [7], 
can provide a strong framework for the achievement of 
the SDGs. It can be used as an accessory for stakeholder 
engagement, international partnerships, social equity 
and lastly to alleviate poverty. The process of lifelong 
learning goes before and well beyond the school phase, 
which allows people to continually learn and adapt their 
knowledge accordingly [14]. This is especially important 
in developing countries, where learners spend far less 
time at school, than their counterparts in industrialised 
nations.
This power of transformative learning is also substan-
tial, especially in conditioning the mindsets of humans to 
promote sustainability in specific sectors as varied as:
a. economic aspects,
b. social matters and
c. environmental affairs. [9]
Truly transformative leaning is also able to play a trans-
formative role itself, i.e. to provide insights into knowl-
edge for action that enable actors to be and remain 
capable of acting in the transformation process.
This is not to say that conventional teaching and learn-
ing methods are not transformative. However, traditional 
learning is often subject based, and the connections 
between subjects are not always that clear. In order to be 
truly transformative, learning needs to break the barriers 
posed by individual disciplines, and take into account the 
need to offer learners an opportunity to constantly adjust 
their thinking, and based on new information, change 
their opinions and perspectives in a truly autonomous 
way.
Experience-based learning is a didactic method 
used in school and university teaching. This can be 
done in group activities or as individual initiatives 
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[10]. Practical and interaction-oriented exercises are 
designed in such a way that they recall past experiences 
and enable new experiences. These are then compre-
hensively reflected upon, and be combined with theory 
or existing factual knowledge, depending on the needs 
and learning objectives, and across subjects [2]. Implicit 
knowledge is thus transformed into explicit knowledge 
and a space for an integration of emotions and cogni-
tive factual knowledge takes place. The nature of this 
process means that participants are likely to remember 
their experiences for long periods of time.
The use of indigenous knowledge-based learning is 
also an item which deserves attention. Unfortunately, 
the literature on this modality of learning in a sustain-
able development context still has many gaps. Indig-
enous knowledge-based learning is, in many cultures 
and settings, more effective—and often more ben-
eficial—than learning in a traditional setting. This is 
because it entails themes and issues which are not only 
cross-sectoral (e.g. education, health, social behaviour 
and cultural issues), but also inter-generational. Fur-
thermore, the incorporation of indigenous knowledge 
into sustainability learning tends to be more cost-effec-
tive (since the usual classrooms structures are often 
not necessary) and provide a more fertile ground for 
the search for practical solutions to sustainability chal-
lenges [8, 12].
As Fig.  1 shows, learning on sustainable development 
may take many shapes and formats, and non-traditional 
approaches can play an important role in the process. The 
figure illustrates how the various modalities of non-con-
ventional teaching approaches are related to the SDGs. 
One special feature is the flexibility, since learners can 
focus on one SDG only, or on a combined set of them.
But despite the advantages of non-traditional learn-
ing methods and tools, we still observe a fragmented 
approach towards them. Indeed, their implementation 
is characterised by various obstacles, from the lack of 
appropriately funded projects, to obstacles seen with 
respect to lack of experience and lack of training. These 
need to be further investigated and duly addressed, so as 
to allow a wider deployment of non-conventional learn-
ing approaches in both, formal and non-formal education 
contexts.
Conclusions
As this commentary has shown, learning on matters 
related to sustainable development in non-formal set-
tings is not only multi-faced, but also has the ability to 
draw attention to social inequalities, while allowing for 
Fig. 1 Varieties of non-traditional learning methods on sustainable development
Page 4 of 4Leal Filho  Environ Sci Eur           (2021) 33:97 
solutions to be discussed and developed. This is espe-
cially so in higher education, a sector which has a greater 
flexibility than in primary or secondary schools. There-
fore, it may make sense to take better advantage of the 
opportunities they offer.
Combined, the various modalities of learning on sus-
tainable development may specifically help in achieving 
the SDGs, especially those which target inequalities such 
as educational inequality (SDG4) and gender inequality 
(SDG5) [14]. More specifically, non-conventional learn-
ing spans across all age groups which helps in meeting a 
variety of learning needs. The widespread approach nar-
rows the gap of educational and gender inequality and 
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